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Abstract

This work aims to study the peculiarities of digital society development in Russia and Bulgaria
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to solve this task the authors used a variety
of methods, namely comparative analysis, critical analysis, and case-stage method. The article
analyzes the experience of the socio-political processes of digitalization in Russia and Bulgaria
in the context of the self-isolation regime formation in both countries. The authors put forward a
hypothesis that both countries have found themselves in recent months in the conditions of
forced digitalization, which has left its mark on the processes of the natural evolution of digital
society. The results of the study give ground to conclude that forced digitalization lies mainly in
the intensification and randomization of digital communication flows, but not in the qualitative
development of a digital society and the emergence of new technological solutions that could
contribute to effective and meaningful socio-political development. The practical significance of
the work lies in the comprehension of the current processes of the socio-political sphere’s
digitalization and identifying key problems and challenges, without which it is impossible to
successfully solve the problems of the transition of contemporary society to a new stage of its
evolution in the digital environment.
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AHHOTALUA

Lenbto Hacrosimiedl pa®oOThI sBISETCS HCCIENOBaHME OCOOCHHOCTEH pa3BUTHSL LU(POBOTO
obmectBa B Poccun u bonrapuu B ycnoBusx mangaemuun COVID-19. [Jlns pemienus maHHOU
3ala4yil B paMKaxX HCCIEIOBaHHUS OBUIM HCIIOJIb30BAHBI METOJbl KOMIIAPATUBHOTO aHAJM3a,
KPUTHYECKOIO aHaiM3a, a TaKke MeToJa Keilc-ctaau. B crarbe mnpoaHaan3upoBaH OMBIT
UpPOBU3AIMHY  OOIIECTBEHHO-TIOIMTHYECKUX TpoueccoB Poccunm u Bonrapum B KOHTEKCTe
dbopMuUpOBaHUA pEXKHUMa CaMOM3OJSLMU B 00eux cTpaHaX. ABTOpHI BBIABUTAIOT TUIOTE3Y,
3aKJIIOYAIOIIYIOCST B TOM, YTO 0O0€ CTpaHbl OKAa3alMCh B TOCJIEIHHE MECSIBl B YCIOBHUSX
BBIHYXKJICHHOH, (hOPCHUPOBaHHON U(PPOBHU3AIMH, YTO HAJOKUIIO CBOM OTIEYATOK HAa MPOIECCHI
€CTeCTBEHHOW SBONIONMH IudpoBoro obmectBa. B paboTe memaeTcss BBIBOA O TOM, 4YTO
dbopcupoBaHHas TH(poOBU3AIUS 3aKJIIOYAECTCS B OOJBIIEH CTENEHM B WHTCHCHU(PUKAIMH U
Xa0TU3AlUH TTOTOKOB ITU(PPOBOIl KOMMYHUKAIIUU, HO HE B KAYECTBEHHOM Pa3BUTHH LU(POBOTO
oOmiecTBa M TMOSBJIEHUU HOBBIX TEXHOJIOTUYECKUX PpEHICHHWH, KOTOpble MOIJU  Obl
croco6cTBOBaTh A (HEKTUBHOMY U COJIEPKATEILHOMY OOIIECTBEHHO-TIOTUTHIECKOMY Pa3BUTHIO.
[TpakThueckass 3HAYUMOCTh pabOThI COCTOMT B OCMBICICHHHM AaKTyaJbHBIX IPOILIECCOB
U(PPOBU3AIMH  OOIIECTBEHHO-TTOMUTHYECKONH c(hepbl U BBIABICHUH KIIOYEBBIX NpoOIeM H
BBI30BOB, 0€3 ydeTra KOTOPBHIX HEBO3MOXKHO YCIEIIHOE pelIeHue 3aJad [0 Mepexoay
COBPEMEHHOT0 00IIIeCTBa Ha HOBBIH 3TaIl CBOCH SBOIOINH B IU(POBOI cpere.

KuaroueBrblie cioBa: nmudpoBoe oduiectso, COVID-19, mudpossie kommynukanuu, MaTEpHET,
00I11eCTBEHHOE pa3BUTHE, (HOPCUPOBAHHAS IIU(PPOBUIALIHSL.

Introduction

Last decades were marked by rapid technological development, which created preconditions
for the digitalization of almost every area of life. On one hand the process of digitalization have
been unavoidable, but one the other this process have happened with very different intensity,
depending on the will and capabilities of the governments, the companies and the individuals. In
the context of the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, most countries were forced to take
measures related to the introduction of self-isolation regimes for the population. In Bulgaria the
so called “state of emergency” started on 13 March 2020 [11] and a week later the big cities
were put under a regim for for entering and leaving them [14]. However, the people were still
allowed to go out of their homes, but just to buy medicines, groceries or go to work. In Russia,
the regime of self-isolation was announced by the president of the country on March 30. People
over 65 years old were forbidden to go out, and for the rest of the population it was
recommended to leave the house only to buy groceries at the nearest store, visit the nearest
pharmacy and take out the garbage.

Obviously, under such conditions, a significant multiplicative effect of digitalization of
various spheres of the state’s and society’s vital activity, including the socio-political area, arose.
Traditional communicative interactions have been forced to give way to modern technologies of
distant digital communication.

However, the health situation, caused by COVID-19 varies across countries. Furthermore, the
measures also vary and the differences are due to two main factors — the point of taking measures
and the intensity of the contagion. As concern the point of measures some countries relied on
preventive measures and others on reactive ones. There was also a great variety in the number of
infected persons per million. By 29 May in San Marino were confirmed 20334 cases per million
and in Lesotho and Papua New Guinea less than one person per million people. We divided the
countries in six groups according to the number of confirmed cases and the results are presented
in table 1.

81



Table 1. Grouping of the country according to the number of confirmed cases, 29 May 2020

Cases Over 5000- 1000-4999 500-999 100-499 1-99
10000 10000
Countries 2 10 46 21 66 53

Source: World Health Organization and the World Bank! [21; 22]

By 29 May in Russia there were 2683 cases per million people, which puts the country on 30"
place out of 198 studied countrie as the first country is the one with most cases. Thus Russia is in
the third group from Table 1. Bulgaria is on 89" place with 354 confirmed cases per million
people and is in 5™ group. This gives us the possibility to examine the effects of digitalizaition in
countries with different levels of spread of the disease and alongside the measures taken were
different.

In this regard, the purpose of the study is to identify and analyze the features of society’s
digitalization in the current conditions of self-isolation. In order to achieve the purpose, we seek
to find answers of the following research quesions:

1) What are the substantive, structural, and functional changes in the functioning processes of
modern society in the context of its digitalization during the period of a viral pandemic?

2) What are the medium and long-term socio-political consequences of the digitalization of
the life of modern society?

3) What are the main threats, risks, and challenges in the field of social development related
to the digitalization of socio-political processes?

4) What is the potential of digital politics technologies in the system of modern public
administration?

As a research hypothesis, the authors put forward the thesis that forced digitalization of the
sphere of sociopolitical communications was not able to qualitatively replace the natural
evolution of a digital society, offering intensification of digital communication flows instead of
substantively new technological solutions, as well as reinforcing previously existing concerns
about the possibilities of digital control over society on the part of technologically developed
states and corporations.

To what extent the digitalization state’s digitalization approach for the political, economic and
social spheres of life will be successful in the future, how much society and government
institutions will form effective “digital habits and skills,” abandoning the traditional environment
of social communication? Precise answers to such question can be given only in the post-
epidemiological period. Nevertheless, even today we can make many observations and
conclusions that have the scientific potential for further research on the results, consequences,
and prospects of digitalization of our society.

Review of the scientific literature

The studies, focused on the digitalization of societies demonstrate the transformation of
spread of technologies in life. At the beginning of the new century the digital sphere was
associated more with “leisure hours, community networks and personal lifestyles” [12].
Nowadays, twenty years later the digitalization is no more related only to personal activities and
the digital sphere is not a supportive tool to our daily routines. It became an essential element of
the structure of the latter and covers new areas in a more binding manner.

Alongside the question of the uneven distribution of network access across the countries and
the social stratification withing countries was discussed [12]. Although the access to hardware,
softare and networke have increased significantly during the last two decades similar issues are

! The numbers are calculated by the authors on the basis of data from the Situation Report - 130
of the World Health Organization on the total number of confirmed cases and the data on the
total population from the World Bank. The most recent data was of 2018.
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object of concern nowadays. The digital disparities continue to be rather visible in certain
regions and the countries’ level of digitalization may vary.

Furthermore, within countries there is also a trend of uneven distribution of technologies,
knowledge and will for digitalization. The diversities shouldn’t be accepted but rather action
must be taken to overcome them as the process of digitalization require inclusion. This should be
regarded as responsibility of both the government and the civil society [5]. The topic of digital
inequalities is an important factor, which we believe is relevant for the evaluation of the current
situation under the challenges of the emergency situation and self isolation.

Another aspect that should be beared in mind is the manner in which the digitalization
happens. It is obvious that we are witnessing various changes in the socio-political environment,
which are tightly connected to the digitalization. Although these changes have happened rapidly
they to high extent have been introduced smoothly and are not that visible to all society
members. Bunz calls it a “silent revolution” as on one hand it have changed deeply the society
and on the other the process sometimes even may not be intentional [3]. In this context as a result
of the digitalization of the society the idea of digital citizenship occurs. But how the digital
citizenship correspond to the traditional understanding of the citizenship. The latter is related to
abilities and in particular “the ability to participate in society online” and to the frequency of
internet use [10].

The mentioned topics have become even more relevant in the context of the new challenges,
faced by the societies in the beginning of 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic and the self-isolation
measures have raised many questions on the digital issues as the digital environment have
increased its significance. To date, several studies have already appeared devoted to the study of
digitalization of the socio-political sphere in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. And in
many of them sound very alarming forecasts, regarding the consequences of such digitalization.
Wherein researchers consider a vast range of aspects of the problem.

For example, several researchers have suggested that “we are dealing with a huge emphasis
on countering the strengthening of social ties (which are natural for natural disasters) - and on
supporting the deepening and consolidation of extreme atomization.” As M. A. Lepsky writes,
emphasizing individualization and atomization as a relevant public practice, “the destruction of
sociality leads to the movement of social activity online, people in isolation move life to the
hyper-reality of social networks” [8].

At the same time, experts point out that digital communications have intensified the flow of
rumors and misinformation that undermine socio-political stability in societies [4]. As speaking
at the Munich Security Conference on February 15, 2020, WHO Director-General Tedros Adhan
Ghebreesus said, “We are not just fighting the epidemic; we are fighting infodemia” [19]. Such
topics require reaction not only from the societies but from the governments as well and the
approaches in this area and the public reactions can help us understand the processes within the
states.

Other scholars express concern over the growing potential for the formation of a regime of
digital totalitarianism, within the framework of which symptoms such as “the totality of control
over humanity with the help of “smart systems” become characteristic; people with limited
mobility sitting in their apartments; the presence of special passes of various categories for
movement” [1]. In many respects, experts in the field of public administration are in solidarity
with them. So, for example, the Minister of Digital Development of the Russian Federation
Konstantin Noskov publicly declared the threat of “digital totalitarianism™: “Of course, there are
such threats. They scare me very much. But if we are talking about such digital totalitarianism ...
Soviet totalitarianism and Stalinism immediately come to mind, but in general, not only the state
can become such a digital monopoly... Today, Google or Facebook as corporations are building
“digital totalitarianism,” but already not nationwide, but worldwide” [7].

In general, we can note that, according to many scientists, today, the traditional social,
political, and economic systems of states go through what we can consider as a stress test, which
has a significant number of vectors.
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Methods

In the framework of this study, we used the case study method to study real programs and
approaches to digitalization in Russia and Bulgaria, the critical analysis method to objectively
study the effectiveness of steps taken by states and corporations in the field of digitalization of
the socio-political sphere and to identify problems associated with digitalization processes in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as a method of comparative analysis, which allowed
us to identify the general and special in digitalization processes at the level of Russia and
Bulgaria, to obtain a more detailed and volumetric picture of the events taking place in different
countries.

Results

The extraordinary situation created by COVID-19 pandemic forced the states, the companies
and the society to digitalize some of their routines and search for new approaches for work,
communication and lifestyle. The states have had to provide more digital services for the
business and citizens, the companies (where possible) have had to start working in the digital
environment and the citizens were forced to intensify their usage of internet for communication.
One of the areas had to adapt very rapidly and this is the area of education. The protection of the
health of the population forced the governments to close the educational institutions and
digitalize the education. We believe that such process require preparation in three key areas —
developing digital skills of teachers, developing the digital skills of students and provision of
ICTs (including hardware, software and network). Ofcourse there have been neither the time, nor
the resources for such preparation. Thus, the diversity in the digital resources for education led to
an uneven educational process across the countries and within the countries.

Furthermore, in our opinion, the results of the digitalization processes analysis in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrate that the digital technologies potential has not been used
at the moment with a sufficiently high degree of efficiency. Positive expectations in this area
have largely not been met. It is primarily because, in recent months, the scale and intensity of the
use of existing digital solutions in the field of socio-political interaction, economic and social
spheres were mainly multiplied due to the sharply increased mass demand for services to meet
the needs in these areas of the modern state’s functioning. In other words, mass demand
provoked a corresponding increase in supply, but no more.

The digitalization of the socio-political sphere has developed in recent months, in fact, not
along the natural evolutionary path, but in an accelerated regime of forced self-isolation.

This circumstance has led to the fact that we do not observe qualitative digital breakthroughs.
Instead, on the contrary, at some point, the scale of the massive use of digital technologies began
to affect the functionality of Russian and foreign digital infrastructure. For example, most global
providers of video content such as Netflix, Hulu, Apple TV, Disney +, YouTube have limited the
quality of broadcast video content. Facebook and Instagram also lowered the parameters of the
broadcast video content due to the high load on the communication infrastructure.

Russia was no exception. Almost immediately after the introduction of the self-isolation
regime, residents of large Russian cities had difficulties with access to video hosting. MTS
President Alexey Kornya even asked subscribers not to overload the mobile operator’s network
unnecessarily, since the load on digital mobile communication channels has increased
dramatically [20]. In Bulgaria the initial increase of internet usage also caused changellenges and
unexpected interruptions of the internet connections. However, such cases happened only at the
very beginning of the self-isolation and the problems were solved very fast so that no
intervention was required.

After a statement by Russian President Vladimir Putin on payments to families with children
under 16 years old, the electronic government services portal also became virtually unavailable
for several days due to overloading user requests. In an emergency, the service would have been
merely useless, since it would not have allowed solving the problems of citizens quickly. And we
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can give a lot of such examples. The measures of Bulgarian government have been more focused
on the business rather than families. Furthermore, the potential beneficieries are lesser and
respectively the potential users of Government web portal. Even when the government
introduced one of the most attractive measures for gratuitos support for SMEs the online
platform didn’t have challenges. According to the vice prime minister Tomislav Donchev at the
peak of submitting application there were 30000 active users at the same time and the system
managed to handle them [13]. It should be mentioned that the Bulgarian state didn’t introduce
measures to support most or all of the families and thus the system didn’t face the challenge to
be overloaded. Only few groups were able to benefit and some of the measures are related to
banks and thus the people have had to turn to them and not to use e-government platforms.

As an analysis of current practice shows, the potential of digital resources and the digital
infrastructure as a whole turned out to be limited in terms of the uninterrupted satisfaction of
increased “digital needs” of citizens.

Did we get new digital mechanics and solutions in conditions of self-isolation? It seems to us
that the answer to this question is mostly negative. In fact, the leading players did not offer us
qualitatively new solutions that allow us not only to consume content actively but to build truly
effective social communication in the digital space. We repeat that, in our opinion, today, we can
only talk about the intensification of information and communication flows, but not about the
transition to a qualitatively new level of the social structure of society, which, in theory, should
be accompanied by digitalization.

In our opinion, one can hardly understand digitalization as an exclusively increase in the
consumption of digital content. It seems to us that in this case, it makes sense to talk about the
need for the formation of a new type of social ties, the transition to new models of digital socio-
political communication, a reassessment of the role of government institutions and a review of
the requirements for them. However, new structural digital connections of a social and socio-
political type have not yet appeared. The examination of the actions of the Russian and the
Bulgarian authorities show that these observations apply for both countries.

In fact, today, we are in a rather deadlock situation. The society is forced to be in a regime of
self-isolation and this increases the consumption of digital content; information and
communication activity of citizens is rising; the number of socio-political rumors and fakes
spread in the digital space is growing (it is no coincidence that some experts pay special attention
to the fact that digitalization not only helped to establish social connections but rather served as a
catalyst for the viral spread of panic and misinformation in the social media space [4]); the state
seeks to counteract the dissemination of harmful information by using specialized power
structures; Internet sources, depending on their political commitment, present various versions of
the assessment of events and the steps taken by the authorities to eliminate the epidemiological
threat; in the space of social media, traditional discussions are formed.

As an attempt to confront the fake news at the beginning of the pandemic in Bulgaria, on 19
March 2020 one of the coalition partners in the Government (political party VMRO) introduced
a bill against the fake news. They suggested measures against the “misinformation in the Internet
environment®. The latter was defined as ,,dissemination through social networks, Internet sites or
otherwise in the Internet environment through websites accessible from the territory of the
Republic of Bulgaria, of a publication that contains false information concerning individuals or
legal entities* [23]. However, this idea didn’t come to realization as the president excercised his
constitutional veto power against this regulation, because there was no clear definition of “false
information”. The parliament agreed with the president’s veto [15]. On 28 May VMRO again
tried to introduce such bill but it was rejected by the MPs [17].

In this regard, it seems to us that there isn’t a significant transformation under COVID-19
pandemic and we are observing a very standard picture of the functioning of the Internet, but
only in a more intense and chaotic mode. The window of opportunity for the dissemination of
new digital practices, in our opinion, was practically not used. The remark of M. A. Lepsky that
“information civilization showed the unwillingness to work in most medical institutions to
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prevent and promote the necessary measures in the main channels of mass communication” [§]
seems quite symptomatic.

The digitalization in the context of COVID-19 have raised the topic about the balance
between the state intervention in people’s private space and their basic right. In March 2020
there was an information that Google and Facebook negotiate with the American government to
provide data about the location of their users to fight COVID-19 [16]. Bulgarian government
also initiated similar measures although Bulgarians were never limited in leaving their homes.
However, one of the measures in the Emergency State Act was the authorities to have the right to
identify the location of the people under quarantine through their mobile phones. Such provision
raised discussion and disagreement among people and it was confronted by the Bulgarian
Socialist Party, which filed a complaint before the Constitutional court [18]. Currently, the case
1s ongoing.

Nevertheless, the use of SMS-informing technologies about leaving home, QR codes to
receive passes fundamentally does not change anything, because these are standard technologies
with their vulnerabilities and bottlenecks. These technologies can only facilitate the exercise of
control over the movement of citizens; however, in the social aspect, they do not bring anything
new. Digital socialization of people does not occur; social relations of a new type are not formed.
New models of digital socio-political development are not offered to citizens.

At the same time, the organization of social services aimed at adapting citizens (primarily
older people) to the digital space leaves much to be desired. In this area, attention is again drawn
to the use of standard and even largely obsolete communication technologies. But what will be
the effect of such decisions?

As mentioned above the education is a specific area and in order to support schools and
university to finish their school year smoothly the digital environment have had to welcome
educational activites in the context of self isolation. In Bulgaria in recent years there have been
attempt to introduce e-journals for the schools. Almost 80% of the schools in Bulgaria in
2019/2020 school year use e-journals. Some of them (about 20%) use only them, while other
combine the traditional with the digital form [9]. This novelty supported the work in the schools
of Bulgaria durng the self-isolation period, but as the e-journal platform (www.shkolo.bg) wasn’t
ready for providing a whole range of services, needed for studying online, other platforms were
also used. These were Microsoft Teams, Google Classroom, Zoom, etc. Ofcourse, there are
schools, teachers and students, who don’t posses the required equipment (hardware, software and
network) and skills in order to participate in the online education. Thus, in Bulgaria as late as 1
May the government provided budget for ensuring interner access for places, where they don’t
have such [2].

The situation in the universities in Bulgarian have been similar, but their level of
digitalization and readiness for online education vary significantly. From 25 April to 6 May four
Bulgarian research institutions conducted a survey across university professors and student on
the digital education. The results show that most of the students identify some positive effect of
the online education. However, they share the opinion that it is good as a additional supportive
tool but it can’t replace the traditional form of education. The students see as good practice the
online upload of additional educational resources, but alongside they don’t like being limited in
the communication due to the lack of live contact, the limited opportunities for feedback and
informal communication, both between students and teachers, and between the students
themselves [6].

The experience with the education shows that today we are not observing the synergy of
digital platforms, technologies, and services that could be described as a transition to a new
digital society. Most of the big digital services came up with independent, disparate,
unconnected initiatives, not jointed in the common system (this mostly repeats the situation with
internal disunity, attempts to develop their national models for counteracting the spread of the
virus, refusing attempts through the UN General Assembly to abandon sanctions to reduce the
negative effect from a pandemic in the field of economics).
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In many ways, it seems to us that the situation with the COVID-19 pandemic is perceived by
the subjects of political, economic, and social activities of most states as purely temporary,
requiring intensification of work until the end of the self-isolation regime.

The issue of the need for a sustainable transition to a qualitatively new digital format of the
state’s and society’s life is not even on the list. It seems to us that neither the civil society itself,
nor the institutions of power, nor the subjects of economic activity are ready for such a
transition, and the idea of digitalization today is not provided with ready-made conceptual and
functional solutions at the system level.

Conclusions

There are no contradictions on the existence of a digital space for socio-political
communications, digitalization of the economy, processes of management, administration and
control. Nonetheless, the formation of a digital social and socio-political space is yet to be done
and the digitalization under COVID-19 proves it. It seems to us that without creating this kind of
digital social space that allows not only satisfying the needs remotely but also creating stable
social connections, generating social meanings, values, norms, it is impossible to solve the
problem of transition to a digital society successfully. According to our forecasts, in the near
future, it would be utopian to talk about effective digitalization even on the scale of one state.

Of course, we can predict the inevitable emergence of new technological solutions, services,
products, and tools in the digital sphere based on an analysis of the current situation. However, a
high-quality digital transition is impossible without systematic work to form a full-fledged
digital society based on the synergistic effect, which could be characterized by the presence of a
stable and full-fledged social interaction between citizens and between state and political
institutions and public institutions, as well as common digital values, meanings, models of
socially approved behavior, supported by relevant practices. Such environment can’t be created
while there is a diversity in the possession of sufficient technologies (hardware, software and
network) by the companies and the individuals. Furthermore, a certain level of digital skills are
required in order for inclusive digitalization. Such process need active involvement of the state
and not only by creating policies and strategies, but also ensuring funds for their implementation.
Such fundung is needed for the provision of technologies, where needed. Alongside, it is also
needed for improving the digital competencies through learning in schools and universities, but
also through life long learning.

Besides, one cannot take into account one significant circumstance - human thinking itself
still has an analog nature. And this fact must be taken into account when analyzing the
possibilities and prospects of digitalization in the near future. In Bulgaria during the emergency
situation it was hard to stop people walking freely around and from the first they after the
measures were cancelled people started seeing each other in cafes and parks as if nothing have
happened. It seems that the latter have resisted silently to the process of digitalization as they
simply have refused to be part of it in one way or another. A lot of people don’t recognize the
digital environment as preferred place for communication or at least they don’t recognize it as
the dominating one.

The first results from Russia and Bulgaria on the digitalization of societies under COVID-19
show that there is an intensification of use of digital tools, but it is perceived as a temporary
measure and not as a new type of communication. Thus, we can conclude that there is some kind
of quantitative transformation, but not a qualitative one.
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